Implicit stereotyping against people with disability by Rohmer, Odile (Odile Rohmer (odile.rohmer@unistra.fr)) (author) & Louvet, Eva (Eva Louvet (eva.louvet@unistra.fr)) (author)
Group Processes & Intergroup Relations
 1 –14
© The Author(s) 2016
Reprints and permissions: 
sagepub.co.uk/journalsPermissions.nav
DOI: 10.1177/1368430216638536
gpir.sagepub.com
G 
P 
I
R
Group Processes &
Intergroup Relations
Over the past two decades, a growing body of  
research on intergroup relations has documented 
that prejudiced attitudes and stereotyping can no 
longer be fully captured using traditional self-
reported measures due to their sensitivity to norma-
tive pressures. Given societal pressures against 
discrimination, people may be reluctant to report 
negative evaluations of  marginalized groups, or can-
not accurately identify them by means of  introspec-
tion (Devine, 1989; Fazio, Jackson, Dunton, & 
Williams, 1995). Accordingly, researchers developed 
a number of  new measurement techniques less sus-
ceptible to normative constraints, which promise to 
assess attitudes and stereotyping outside of  the indi-
vidual’s control and awareness. A large number of  
studies indicated implicit negative evaluations of  
minorities that did not appear at an explicit level, 
most of  them focusing on racism (Devine, 1989; 
Dovidio, Kawakami, Johnson, Johnson, & Howard, 
1997; Fazio et al., 1995; Wittenbrink, Judd, & Park, 
2001). The purpose of  the present research was to 
explore implicit attitudes and stereotyping toward 
persons with disability, a strongly normatively pro-
tected group, rarely investigated in this area.
Implicit stereotyping against  
people with disability
Odile Rohmer1 and Eva Louvet1 
Abstract
Focusing on the two fundamental dimensions underlying stereotype content (warmth/competence), 
the major aim of the present research was to test implicit stereotyping toward persons with disability. 
We hypothesized that persons with disability are associated with less warmth than persons without 
disability and with less competence, especially when a competence-relevant context is activated (work 
context). Three experimental studies were conducted using two different priming paradigms: conceptual 
priming (Study 1) and evaluative priming (Studies 2 and 3). In Study 3, context (work vs. control) was 
introduced as an additional factor. Our results showed that persons with disability were systematically 
associated with less warmth than persons without disability, and with less competence when priming a 
work context. These results provide a more comprehensive understanding of discriminatory behaviors 
toward people with disability, despite legislation promoting equal rights.
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Disability Prejudice and 
Stereotypes
Persons with disability are the subject of  consid-
erable discrimination, especially when it comes to 
employment. Many companies do not expressly 
include persons with disabilities in their work-
place diversity policies (Ball, Monaco, & 
Schmeling, 2005), and employers continue to 
express reluctance to hire these persons (Bayle, 
2002). For example, an experimental study con-
ducted on a representative sample of  more than 
2,000 French companies indicated that able-bod-
ied applicants were 1.8 (high qualification) to 3.2 
(modest qualification) times more likely to receive 
a favorable response than their counterparts pre-
sented with a physical disability (Ravaud, Madiot, 
& Ville, 1992). In order to combat this discrimi-
nation, progressive legislation has been imple-
mented since the 1990s to promote equal rights 
for individuals with disability. In France, the Law 
of  February 11, 2005 prohibits an employer from 
denying an otherwise qualified person employ-
ment or advancement solely on the basis of  their 
disability. This law requires companies with more 
than 20 employees to fill a minimum of  6% of  
their jobs with workers with a disability; employ-
ers have also to provide practical and effective 
measures to adapt the workplace to the disability 
(Winance, Ville, & Ravaud, 2007). However, 
despite this legislation, the gap in employment 
rates between persons with and without disabili-
ties remains vast (Boman, Kjellberg, Danermark, 
& Boman, 2015; Lo & Ville, 2013; Watermeyer, 
2012; World Health Organization [WHO], 2011). 
For example, in France, only half  of  the compa-
nies comply with the law, and the unemployment 
level for people with a disability remains the dou-
ble of  that of  the general population.1
Negative behaviors against persons with disa-
bility in the workplace could be explained by neg-
ative attitudes and stereotypical beliefs toward 
these persons including perception of  them as 
dependent, incompetent, unemployable, passive, 
and weak (Colella, De Nisi, & Varma, 1998; 
Fichten & Amsel, 1986; Gouvier, Sytsma-Jordan, 
& Mayville, 2003; Louvet, 2007; Louvet, Rohmer, 
& Dubois, 2009; Nario-Redmond, 2010; Ozawa 
& Yaeda, 2007). However, it has also been shown 
that stereotypical beliefs about persons with dis-
ability are not necessarily negative. Persons with 
disability are regularly described as courageous, 
heroic, hardworking, persistent, conscientious, 
honest, moral, and friendly (Bell & Klein, 2001; 
Christman & Slaten, 1991; Fichten & Amsel, 
1986; Kurita & Kusumi, 2009; Louvet & Rohmer, 
2010; Nario-Redmond, 2010; Rohmer & Louvet, 
2011; Weinberg, 1976).
These ambivalent judgments toward persons 
with disability are in line with the theoretical 
framework of  the stereotype content model 
(SCM) developed by Fiske and her colleagues 
(Cuddy, Fiske, & Glick, 2007; Cuddy, Glick, & 
Beninger, 2011; Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, & Xu, 2002). 
According to this model, most social groups are 
not uniformly evaluated along a single “good/
bad” dimension, but along two fundamental 
dimensions labeled as warmth and competence. 
Warmth refers to the appraisal of  others’ motives 
and includes social and moral qualities (warm, lik-
able, friendly, honest, etc.); competence refers to 
the appraisal of  others’ ability to effectively enact 
their motives and includes intellectual and moti-
vational qualities (intelligent, capable, skillful, 
ambitious, etc.). Abundant research on group 
perception has demonstrated that most stereo-
types are of  a mixed nature, including ambivalent 
warmth–competence combinations: those groups 
seen as high on one dimension are usually seen as 
low on the other. Furthermore, group placement 
along these two dimensions is predicted by social 
structure, such that high-status groups appear 
more competent than low-status groups. In line 
with the mixed stereotype hypothesis, these 
groups are nevertheless often stereotyped as 
warm (Cambon, Yzerbyt, & Yakimova, 2014; 
Cuddy et al., 2007; Fiske et al., 2002; Oldmeadow 
& Fiske, 2010). Like most low-status groups, such 
as elderly people or housewives, people with dis-
ability have been consistently shown to be stereo-
typed as warm but incompetent, regardless of  the 
nature of  impairment (Cuddy et al., 2007; Fiske 
et al., 2002; Louvet et al., 2009; Rohmer & Louvet, 
2011).
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Negative evaluations toward persons with 
disability on competence can help explain, jus-
tify, and maintain social inequalities insofar as 
incompetence is perceived as a valid basis for 
discrimination (Nario-Redmond, 2010; 
Oldmeadow & Fiske, 2010). However, overtly 
negative attitudes toward persons with disability 
are unacceptable in our society, because these 
persons are a strongly normatively protected 
group (Crandall, Eshleman, & O’Brien, 2002; 
Dambrun & Guimond, 2004). Consequently, 
positive evaluations on warmth could stem from 
an overcompensation strategy based on the 
motivation to appear unprejudiced. If  these 
positive evaluations on warmth are deliberately 
endorsed, they would not manifest themselves 
when examining automatically activated evalua-
tions, assumed to be outside of  awareness and 
intentional control (Devine, 1989; Dovidio 
et al., 1997; Fazio, 2001; Greenwald & Banaji, 
1995; Wittenbrink & Schwarz, 2007).
Implicit Attitudes Toward 
Persons With Disability
Although explicit attitudes and beliefs about per-
sons with disability do not reflect uniform antipa-
thy, implicit attitudes toward these persons are 
generally negative. For example, Pruett and Chan 
(2006) developed the Disability Attitude Implicit 
Association Test (DA-IAT), and showed that 
congruent associations (disability–negative and 
nondisabled–positive) occurred more frequently 
than incongruent associations (disability–positive 
and nondisabled–negative). These implicit atti-
tudes were not related to an explicit attitude 
measure. These results have been replicated in 
multiple studies demonstrating that participants 
were faster to associate pictures or words refer-
ring to disability with negative words and non-
disabled labels with positive words (Chen, Ma, & 
Zhang, 2011; Dionne, Gainforth, O’Malley, & 
Latimer-Cheung, 2013; Enea-Drapeau, Carlier, & 
Huguet, 2012; Kurita & Kusumi, 2009; Peris, 
Teachman, & Nosek, 2008; Robey, Beckley, & 
Kirschner, 2006). However, the IAT paradigm 
seems to violate one of  the fundamental features 
of  automatic procedures, the controllability: par-
ticipants may become aware of  what is assessed 
during the task (Dijksterhuis & Bargh, 2001; 
Oswald, Mitchell, Blanton, Jaccard, & Tetlock, 
2013). For example, Thomas, Vaughn, and Doyle 
(2007) found evidence of  socially desirable 
responding in their IAT studies measuring atti-
tudes toward specific disability categories.
Negative implicit attitudes toward people with 
disability have also been highlighted using 
sequential priming procedures specifically 
designed to assess automatic associations between 
social categories and attributes without conscious 
awareness or controllability through the use of  
subliminal primes, backwards masks, or short 
stimuli onset asynchrony between primes and tar-
gets (Boccato, Cortes, Demoulin, & Leyens, 2007; 
de Wit & Kinoshita, 2014; Neely, 1977). For 
example, a disability prime associated to mental 
illness (“crazy”) facilitated identification of  ste-
reotypical negative words (e.g., “dangerous,” 
“irresponsible”), demonstrating implicit negative 
stereotyping, whereas individuals exhibited a pos-
itive bias toward persons with disability in their 
self-reported attitudes (Rüsch, Corrigan, Todd, & 
Bodenhausen, 2011). In the same vein, priming 
participants with disability (pictogram of  a per-
son in a wheelchair) inhibited identification of  
positive characteristics (e.g., friendly, efficient, 
intelligent, nice), whereas the expected mixed pat-
tern (warm but incompetent) was observed at an 
explicit level (Rohmer & Louvet, 2012).
Overview and Hypotheses
The first aim of  the present research was to 
examine how competence and warmth were 
implicitly associated to disability, using two differ-
ent sequential priming procedures classically used 
in the literature to measure prejudice and stereo-
typing, conceptual and evaluative priming 
(Wittenbrink et al., 2001; Wittenbrink & Schwarz, 
2007). Our hypothesis was that incompetence 
generally associated with disability on an explicit 
level would also manifest itself  on an implicit 
level. Insofar as competence is specifically rele-
vant in a work context, we further hypothesized 
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that persons with disability would be strongly 
associated with a lack of  competence, when this 
context is activated. Moreover, we hypothesized 
that persons with disability would not be implic-
itly associated with warmth as consistently high-
lighted on an explicit level in line with the SCM. 
First, research using free response methodology 
showed that, contrary to incompetence, warmth 
is not spontaneously associated with the disability 
stereotype (Nario-Redmond, 2010). Second, pos-
itive warmth ratings observed on an explicit level 
could stem from an overcompensation strategy 
based on the motivation to appear unprejudiced 
(Cambon et al., 2014). If  these positive evalua-
tions on warmth are deliberately endorsed, they 
would not manifest themselves when examining 
automatically activated evaluations, assumed to 
be outside of  awareness and intentional control. 
More precisely, our hypotheses were as follows: 
(H1) Positive traits would be recognized or evalu-
ated slower following the disability prime than 
following the without-disability prime, whereas 
negative traits would be recognized or evaluated 
faster (general antipathy). (H2) Positive compe-
tence traits would be recognized or evaluated 
slower following the disability prime than follow-
ing the without-disability prime, whereas negative 
competence traits would be recognized or evalu-
ated faster (derogation on competence). (H3) 
Positive warmth traits would be recognized or 
evaluated slower following the disability prime 
than following the without-disability prime, 
whereas negative warmth traits would be recog-
nized or evaluated faster (derogation on warmth). 
Competence and warmth were considered sepa-
rately for two major reasons: first, competence 
and warmth are two independent dimensions to 
describe the stereotype content (Fiske et al., 
2002); second, persons with disability are gener-
ally explicitly stereotyped as incompetent but 
warm. Our purpose was to show that this mixed 
stereotype would not manifest itself  on an 
implicit level. In a complementary way, we aimed 
to test these three hypotheses when considering 
separately negative and positive items in order to 
test whether the expected devaluation of  persons 
with disability was based on facilitation of  
negative items and/or inhibition of  positive ones. 
Finally, we expected the same pattern of  results 
when considering only the disability prime condi-
tion. More precisely, our hypotheses were as fol-
lows: (H1a) positive traits would be recognized or 
evaluated slower than negative ones; (H2a) posi-
tive competence traits would be recognized or 
evaluated slower than negative ones; (H3a) posi-
tive warmth traits would be recognized or evalu-
ated slower than negative ones. Insofar as there is 
no stereotype content associated to able-bodied 
persons, we expected no differences between 
negative and positive items in the without-disabil-
ity prime condition (Rohmer & Louvet, 2009).
Studies 1 and 2
Building on the stereotype content model (Fiske 
et al., 2002), the main purpose of  the first two 
studies was to analyze implicit stereotyping 
toward people with disability, using two different 
priming procedures widely used in the literature 
(Wittenbrink et al., 2001), conceptual (Study 1) 
and evaluative (Study 2) priming.
Method
Participants. Participants were 84 students, 46 
men and 38 women (mean age = 22.86 years; SD 
= 3.45) in Study 1, and 89 students, 56 men and 
33 women (mean age = 20.81 years; SD = 3.98) in 
Study 2. All participants were French speaking, 
had normal or corrected-to-normal vision, and 
participated on a voluntary basis without financial 
compensation. None of them self-reported any 
disability. Data from three participants were 
excluded from the analyses in Study 2 due to a 
large number of missing values or to extremely 
slow responses.
Measures. In Study 1, implicit stereotyping was 
measured following the conceptual priming proce-
dure used by Rohmer and Louvet (2012). Partici-
pants were first very briefly presented with priming 
stimuli. The primes involved symbolic pictures of  
a person with disability (the international disability 
pictogram of  a person in a wheelchair) or without 
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a disability (the international pedestrian picto-
gram), generally used in research on implicit atti-
tudes toward persons with disability (Dionne et al., 
2013; Pruett & Chan, 2006). These primes were 
tested in a previous research, showing that the 
international disability pictogram was unanimously 
associated to disability (“disability,” “disabled,” “a 
handicapped person,” etc.), whereas the interna-
tional pedestrian pictogram evoked terms like “a 
person,” “somebody who is walking,” “a pedes-
trian,” etcetera (Rohmer & Louvet, 2012).2 In 
order to obtain baseline responses, a neutral prime 
condition was introduced (a square). Each prime 
was followed by a target stimulus requiring a lexical 
decision (word/no word). In Study 2, the material 
was the same, but stereotyping was measured fol-
lowing a simplified version of  the evaluative prim-
ing paradigm (Fazio et al., 1995; Wittenbrink et al., 
2001): participants had to judge for the evaluative 
connotation (good/bad) of  the target stimulus. In 
both studies, the target stimuli were the same 16 
traits, eight from each dimension (competence and 
warmth), four positive (high on competence or 
warmth) and four negative (low on competence or 
warmth). The nonwords used in Study 1 were 
eight pronounceable anagrams of  the traits. The 
target stimuli were fully crossed with the three 
primes, and the order was randomized for each 
participant. To identify equally positive and nega-
tive traits denoting warmth and competence, we 
conducted a pilot study. Fifty-nine participants 
judged the valence of  30 traits on an evaluation 
scale ranging from −3 (extremely negative) to +3 
(extremely positive). These traits were selected from 
research on the fundamental dimensions of  social 
judgment (e.g., Fiske et al., 2002; Kervyn, Yzerbyt, 
Judd, & Nunes, 2009; Louvet et al., 2009). The 
results allowed us to select four positive warmth 
and four positive competence traits in such a way 
that there was no difference between the mean 
warmth and the mean competence score, t(58) = 
0.97; p = .34. In the same way, we selected four 
negative items for each dimension in such a way 
that there was no difference between the mean 
warmth and the mean competence score, t(58) = 
−0.65; p = .52. The four positive warmth traits 
(translated from French) were: warm, nice, friendly, 
and likable. The four negative warmth items were: 
bad, selfish, hypocritical, and liar. The four positive 
competence traits were: competent, capable, intelligent, 
and efficient. The four negative competence traits 
were: incompetent, inefficient, unable, and disrupted.
Response latency measures were calculated 
relative to the neutral prime: for each adjective, 
the response latency following one or the other 
categorical prime (person with or without a disa-
bility) was subtracted from the response latency 
following the neutral prime. Larger values indi-
cate greater response facilitation because of  the 
specific categorical prime. In line with literature, 
the stronger the mental association between the 
prime and target adjective, the higher the facilita-
tion score will be.
Procedure. The study was introduced to partici-
pants as an investigation on “how people visually 
recognize words” in Study 1, and on “judgmental 
accuracy” in Study 2. Participants were tested 
individually. The stimuli were presented on a 
monitor situated approximately 50 cm from the 
participant. During the administration of  the 
task, participants were asked to focus on a fixa-
tion cross presented in the center of  the screen 
for 1,000 ms. This point was followed by the 
prime, stimulus display was synchronized to the 
screen refresh rate (17 ms). Prime size was pre-
cisely 5 cm × 5 cm. Then, the prime was substi-
tuted by a backward mask (a geometrical figure) 
for 250 ms to prevent conscious identification of  
the prime. Finally, a target adjective was pre-
sented for 250 ms in white 18-point Arial font on 
a black background. In Study 1, participants had 
to decide as quickly and as accurately as possible 
whether the target stimulus was a word or not, by 
pressing the right (labeled “word”) or left (labeled 
“non-word”) arrows on the keyboard. In Study 
2, participants had to decide as quickly and as 
accurately as possible, whether the target stimu-
lus made them think of  something positive and 
good or negative and bad, by pressing the “plus” 
or “minus” keys on the keyboard (Wittenbrink 
et al., 2001). Three interstimuli periods (250, 350, 
and 450 ms) were used and presented randomly 
to minimize anticipatory responses. Before 
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responding to the experimental trials, 10 practice 
trials were presented. To ensure that participants 
were not aware of  the primes, they were asked 
after completing the experimental task, whether 
they noticed anything on the screen between the 
fixation cross and the geometrical figure. None 
of  the participants was able to identify the 
pictures.
Results
Results were based only on correct responses. 
Errors (categorization of  a word as a nonword in 
Study 1, positive evaluation of  a negative word or 
negative evaluation of  a positive word in Study 2) 
and extreme outliers (response latencies beyond 
two standard deviations below or above mean 
score for each item) were recoded as missing val-
ues (below 10% of  values were recoded as miss-
ing). In our data analysis, we created average 
facilitation scores for the four positive and the 
four negative warmth and competence-related 
adjectives following each prime. Following recent 
recommendations (Cumming, 2014), we tested 
planned contrasts based on our theoretical 
assumptions, rather than reporting omnibus anal-
yses of  variance. All means are given in Table 1. 
On the basis of  facilitation differences as a func-
tion of  prime (with disability vs. without disabil-
ity), dimension (competence vs. warmth), and 
valence (positive vs. negative), all factors varying 
within participants, we computed several con-
trasts of  interest, presented in Table 2. The first 
contrast (C1) aimed to test H1 and captures gen-
eralized antipathy, regardless of  the dimension 
considered. The two following contrasts aimed to 
test H2 and H3, and capture stereotype content, 
examining separately competence (C2) and 
warmth (C3). Variants of  these three contrasts 
examine whether results are similar when consid-
ering separately negative and positive items. 
Finally, we analyzed data separately for 
Table 1. Studies 1 and 2. Mean response facilitation (in milliseconds) as a function of dimension (warmth and 
competence), trait valence (positive or negative), and prime (with and without disability).
With disability Without disability
 Competence Warmth Competence Warmth
Conceptual 
task (Study 1)
Positive −11.78 −18.49 0.00 2.22
Negative 1.51 7.73 12.08 −3.99
Evaluative 
task (Study 2)
Positive −5.27 −15.86 2.77 0.71
Negative −3.71 8.80 9.78 2.61
Table 2. Contrast weights used in the three studies.
With disability Without disability
 Competence Warmth Competence Warmth
Contrast 1:  
General antipathy Positive −1 −1 +1 +1
Negative +1 +1 −1 −1
Contrast 2:  
Derogation on 
competence
Positive −1 0 +1 0
Negative +1 0 −1 0
Contrast 3:  
Derogation on 
warmth
Positive 0 −1 0 +1
Negative 0 +1 0 −1
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the disability prime condition and the [AQ: 1] 
without-disability prime condition in order to test 
H1a, H2a, and H3a.
Study 1. In line with H1, the first contrast (C1) 
suggested generalized antipathy toward persons 
with disability, F(1, 83) = 5.56, p < .03. However, 
this prejudice appeared only for positive traits: 
these traits were more facilitated following the 
without-disability prime than following the disa-
bility prime, F(1, 83) = 9.45, p < .003, whereas no 
prime effect was observed for negative items. In 
line with H1a, negative items showed marginally 
significant larger facilitation than positive items 
following the disability prime, F(1, 83) = 3.83, p < 
.07, whereas, as expected, the difference between 
negative and positive items was not significant 
following the without-disability prime. The two 
following contrasts, examining separately compe-
tence (C2) and warmth (C3), showed that this 
overall antipathy effect was attributable solely to 
warmth, F(1, 83) = 5.84, p < .02, supporting H3 
but infirming H2. In the same way as for general 
prejudice, derogation on warmth appeared only 
for positive traits: these traits were more facili-
tated following the without-disability prime than 
following the disability prime, F(1, 83) = 13.91, 
p < .0004, whereas no prime effect was observed 
for negative items. Finally, in line with H3a, nega-
tive warmth items showed larger facilitation than 
positive warmth items following the disability 
prime, F(1, 83) = 5.84, p < .02, whereas again, as 
expected, the difference between negative and 
positive items was not significant following the 
without-disability prime. Contrary to H2a, no 
effect was found for competence.
Study 2. Concerning the first contrast (C1), the 
cell means suggested the same pattern of  results 
as Study 1, although this general contrast failed 
to reach a conventional level of  significance, 
F(1, 88) = 1.33, p = .25. However, this general-
ized prejudice was observed when focusing on 
positive traits: these traits were more facilitated 
following the without-disability prime than fol-
lowing the disability prime, F(1, 88) = 5.53, p < 
.03, whereas no prime effect was observed for 
negative items. In sum, these results partially 
supported H1. Moreover, in line with H1a, neg-
ative items showed larger facilitation than posi-
tive items following the disability prime, F(1, 
88) = 4.04, p < .05, whereas again, as expected, 
the difference between negative and positive 
items was not significant following the without-
disability prime. Again, the two following con-
trasts (C2 and C3) indicated that this overall 
antipathy was attributable to warmth, F(1, 88) = 
3.76, p < .05, supporting H3 but infirming H2. 
Again, this derogation on warmth appeared 
only for positive traits: these traits were more 
facilitated following the without-disability 
prime than following the disability prime, F(1, 
88) = 4.77, p < .04, whereas no prime effect was 
observed for negative items. Finally, in line with 
H3a, negative warmth items showed larger 
facilitation than positive warmth items follow-
ing the disability prime, F(1, 88) = 6.94, p < .01, 
whereas the difference between negative and 
positive items was again not significant follow-
ing the without-disability prime. Contrary to 
H2a, no effect was found for competence.
Discussion
Results from these first two studies were quite 
consistent. First, our results supported H1 and 
H3 for positive items: positive warmth items were 
systematically recognized (Study 1) and evaluated 
(Study 2) slower following the disability prime 
than following the without-disability prime. 
Second, the same pattern of  results appeared fol-
lowing the disability prime, confirming H1a and 
H3a: positive warmth items were recognized 
(Study 1) and evaluated (Study 2) slower than 
negative ones. These results are largely supportive 
of  previous results suggesting negative evalua-
tions toward persons with disability at an implicit 
level (Chen et al., 2011; Dionne et al., 2013; Enea-
Drapeau et al., 2012; Kurita & Kusumi, 2009; 
Peris et al., 2008; Rohmer & Louvet, 2012). They 
also corroborate the idea that positive warmth 
ratings generally observed on an explicit level 
(Fiske et al., 2002; Rohmer & Louvet, 2011) could 
stem from pressures towards nondiscrimination 
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leading individuals to compensate negative evalu-
ations on competence by positive evaluations on 
warmth (Cambon et al., 2014).
The absence of  effect for negative traits 
could be explained by the fact that people are 
less likely to use negative traits to describe indi-
viduals or groups (Fiske et al., 2002; Wade & 
Brewer, 2006). Consequently, negative traits are 
less familiar and more difficult to automatically 
activate from memory. The expected absence of  
effect for the without-disability prime condition 
may be due to the fact that “persons without 
disability” cannot be considered as a meaningful 
categorical label because they have no informa-
tional value in person perception (Rohmer & 
Louvet, 2009). Research comparing explicit 
judgments toward persons with and without dis-
ability suggested that “nondisabled” or “able 
bodied” are rated neither high nor low on 
warmth and competence. Referring to this 
“group” makes sense only in comparison to 
“disabled” (Rohmer & Louvet, 2011).
Another intriguing issue concerns the absence 
of  implicit negative evaluation of  persons with 
disability on competence, infirming H2. This 
finding could be explained by the idea that com-
petence may be more context-dependent than 
warmth. Recent work on the two fundamental 
dimensions of  social judgment suggested that 
people in different countries agreed more on the 
meaning of  warmth traits than on the meaning 
of  competence traits (Abele, Uchronski, Suitner, 
& Wojciszke, 2008; Ybarra et al., 2008). In a simi-
lar way, Abele and Bruckmüller (2011) showed 
that participants were faster to recognize, catego-
rize, or infer warmth items than competence 
items, suggesting that warmth items are preferen-
tially processed on early stages of  information 
processing. These authors hypothesized that 
warmth dominates social judgment as the default 
in most situations, whereas the relevance of  com-
petence may depend on the specific context at 
hand. Insofar as competence is especially relevant 
in a work context, we expected that persons with 
disability would be associated with a lack of  com-
petence when this context is activated. The pur-
pose of  Study 3 was to examine this hypothesis.
Study 3
The main purpose of  Study 3 was to further exam-
ine implicit stereotype content toward people with 
disability by introducing context (competence-rele-
vant vs. control) as an additional independent vari-
able. In line with results obtained in Studies 1 and 2, 
without specific context (control), we expected 
general prejudice (H1 and H1a) as well as deroga-
tion on warmth (H3 and H3a). More interestingly, 
when a competence-relevant context is activated, 
we expected general prejudice (H1 and H1a), dero-
gation on warmth (H3 and H3a), and derogation 
on competence (H2 and H2a).
Method
Participants. One hundred and sixty-five French 
speaking students from various areas (85 men 
and 80 women), mean age 21.40 years (SD = 
2.48) were recruited on campus to participate in 
this experiment without financial compensation. 
Again, all participants had normal or corrected-
to-normal vision, and none of them presented 
any disability.
Material and procedure. Implicit stereotyping was 
measured using the same evaluative priming par-
adigm as that used in Study 2. In order to activate 
a competence-relevant context versus control 
condition, participants responded to an ostensi-
ble unrelated questionnaire concerning “work” 
versus “society” before completing the evalua-
tive task. They were asked to rate 12 work-related 
versus 12 society-related statements by indicating 
the extent to which they agree to these state-
ments on 4-point scales. For example, “work 
allows to earn money,” “work involves responsi-
bilities,” versus “in our society it is important 
having somewhere to live,” “in our society it is 
important respecting the freedom of  others.” 
These questions were selected from a pilot study 
so that they included topics participants strongly 
associated with “work” versus “society.” As the 
purpose of  this questionnaire was simply to 
prime a specific versus a general context, the 
results were not analyzed.
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Results
Results were based only on correct responses. 
Errors and extreme outliers were recoded as 
missing values (below 10%). Again, we collapsed 
across the five adjectives given each prime on 
each dimension and valence. In line with our 
hypotheses, we present the results for each of  the 
two experimental conditions (control condition 
and work condition) examining the same con-
trasts as the ones defined in Studies 1 and 2 (see 
Table 2). All means are given in Table 3.
Control condition. Data revealed a pattern of  
results similar to those obtained in Studies 1 and 
2. In line with H1, the first contrast (C1) sug-
gested generalized antipathy toward persons with 
disability, F(1, 84) = 4.72, p < .04. Again, this 
prejudice appeared only for positive items: these 
items were more facilitated following the with-
out-disability prime than following the disability 
prime, F(1, 84) = 6.08, p < .02. No prime effect 
was observed for negative items. However, con-
trary to H1a, this general prejudice did not reach 
significance when focusing on the disability prime 
condition. The two following contrasts, examin-
ing separately competence (C2) and warmth (C3), 
showed that this overall antipathy effect was 
attributable solely to warmth, F(1, 84) = 8.08, p < 
.006, supporting H3. Again, derogation on 
warmth appeared for positive traits: these traits 
showed larger facilitation following the without-
disability prime than following the disability 
prime, F(1, 84) = 6.80, p < .02. The reversed pat-
tern of  results was marginally significant for neg-
ative warmth items, F(1, 84) = 3.03, p < .09. 
Finally, in line with H3a, negative warmth items 
showed larger facilitation than positive ones fol-
lowing the disability prime, F(1, 84) = 5.21, p < 
.03, whereas this difference was not significant 
following the without-disability prime. As 
expected, and as observed in Studies 1 and 2, no 
effect was found for competence. In sum, these 
results replicated those obtained in Studies 1 and 
2. Persons with disability were specifically associ-
ated with negative implicit evaluations on warmth.
Work condition. Data obtained when priming a 
work context showed a different pattern of  results. 
The first contrast again supported H1 and revealed 
generalized antipathy toward persons with disabil-
ity, F(1, 79) = 12.68, p < .0007. Again, this preju-
dice appeared only for positive traits, F(1, 79) = 
15.86, p < .0002. In line with H1a, the difference 
between negative and positive items was signifi-
cant when considering the disability prime, F(1, 
79) = 15.43, p < .0002, but not when considering 
the without-disability prime. The two following 
contrasts (C2 and C3) showed that this overall 
antipathy effect was this time attributable mainly to 
competence, F(1, 79) = 11.86, p < .001, supporting 
H2. This derogation on competence appeared for 
positive traits: these traits showed larger facilitation 
following the without-disability prime than follow-
ing the disability prime, F(1, 79) = 8.95, p < .004. 
The reversed pattern of  results was marginally sig-
nificant for negative items, F(1, 79) = 3.17, p < .08. 
Finally, in line with H2a, negative competence 
items showed larger facilitation than positive ones 
following the disability prime, F(1, 79) = 12.74, p < 
.0007, whereas this difference was not significant 
following the without-disability prime. Concerning 
Table 3. Study 3. Mean response facilitation (in milliseconds) as a function of context (work and control), 
dimension (warmth and competence), trait valence (positive or negative), and prime (with and without disability.
With disability Without disability
 Competence Warmth Competence Warmth
Control condition Positive 1.63 −9.93 10.72 16.58
Negative −11.20 26.51 0.18 6.03
Work condition Positive −19.50 −17.34 11.39 12.83
Negative 21.12 16.35 7.36 23.24
10 Group Processes & Intergroup Relations 
warmth, the expected derogation effect (H3) failed 
to reach significance, F(1, 79) = 2.65, p = .11. 
However, this effect appeared when considering 
only positive warmth items, F(1, 79) = 7.04, p < 
.01. Finally, in line with H3a, the difference between 
negative and positive warmth items was again sig-
nificant when considering the disability prime, F(1, 
79) = 5.80, p < .02.
Discussion
Taken together, results obtained in Study 3 nicely 
extended findings emanating from Studies 1 and 
2. First, our findings again supported H1 and H3, 
suggesting that persons with disability are deval-
ued on warmth. This phenomenon emerged 
using a de-contextualized experimental proce-
dure (control condition), as well as when provid-
ing a richer social context (work condition). 
Moreover, in line with H2, our results clearly 
demonstrated that persons with disability are 
associated with a lack of  competence only when 
a work context was previously activated. This 
general prejudice, derogation on warmth as well 
as derogation on competence, also appear when 
focusing on the disability prime condition, sup-
porting H1a, H2a, and H3a. In sum, negative 
implicit evaluation on warmth does not require 
any specific context, while negative evaluation on 
competence only manifests itself  in competence-
relevant situations, such as work environment. 
Taken together, these results give us a better 
understanding of  why persons with disability are 
especially discriminated in the workplace.
General Discussion
Persons with disability have been consistently 
found to be associated with a high level of  
warmth, but a low level of  competence, regard-
less of  whether the context of  judgment is gen-
eral or specific, such as a work environment 
(Fiske et al., 2002; Louvet, 2007; Louvet et al., 
2009; Rohmer & Louvet, 2012). Negative evalua-
tions toward persons with disability on compe-
tence are in line with discriminatory behaviors 
against these persons, especially in the workplace. 
Positive evaluations on warmth could be based 
on the motivation to appear unprejudiced which 
leads individuals to overcompensate low ratings 
on competence by high ratings on warmth 
(Cambon et al., 2014). In fact, negative attitudes 
toward persons with disability could be unaccep-
table in our society, because these persons are a 
strongly normatively protected group (Dambrun 
& Guimond, 2004). If  this is the case, these posi-
tive evaluations would not manifest themselves 
when assessing implicit attitudes, assumed to be 
outside of  awareness and intentional control. In 
order to test this assumption, two different prim-
ing procedures were used in this work to assess 
implicit stereotyping against persons with disabil-
ity: conceptual priming (Study 1) and evaluative 
priming (Studies 2 and 3). Furthermore, insofar 
as persons with disability are especially discrimi-
nated in the workplace, a second aim was to ana-
lyze implicit prejudice and stereotyping against 
persons with disability when activating a work 
context (Study 3). We hypothesized that disability 
would be particularly associated with a lack of  
competence when a competence-relevant context 
is activated (work context). As expected, our 
results revealed important discrepancies with 
explicit stereotyping generally observed in the lit-
erature (Fiske et al., 2002; Louvet et al., 2009). 
Whereas persons with disability are generally ste-
reotyped as warm at an explicit level, they were 
systematically associated in our results with low 
warmth at an implicit level. This result is in line 
with the assumption that an overcompensation 
strategy may be responsible for the positive eval-
uation of  persons with disability on warmth at 
the explicit level (Dambrun & Guimond, 2004; 
Fazio et al., 1995). Furthermore, our results 
showed that persons with disability are associated 
with low competence only when priming a work 
context. These findings are consistent with previ-
ous research suggesting that implicit stereotypes 
are sensitive to changes in the situational context 
(Casper, Rothermund, & Wentura, 2010; 
Wittenbrink et al., 2001). These authors found 
that automatic associations between social cate-
gories (e.g., “Arabs”) and negative words (e.g., 
“cancer”) or stereotypical attributes (e.g., 
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“terrorist”) were facilitated only when specific 
contexts were previously presented, in which 
these associations were relevant (e.g., a gang inci-
dent or an airport). They also nicely corroborate 
the hypothesis suggested by Abele and 
Bruckmüller (2011) that competence gains in rel-
evance depending on the situation at hand, 
whereas warmth dominates social judgment as 
the default in most situations.
Taken together, our results support the 
assumption that disability activates implicit stere-
otyping: persons with disability are not only asso-
ciated with antipathy, but also with incompetence 
within a work context. Insofar as both dimen-
sions show similar effects one might presume 
that general attitudes are responsible for these 
effects. In other words, disability might activate 
general negativity rather than specific devaluation 
on warmth and competence. However, we posit 
that negative evaluations on both dimensions 
cannot be reduced to general antipathy for several 
reasons. First, results are very similar with both 
evaluative and conceptual priming. Wittenbrink 
et al. (2001) clearly demonstrated that conceptual 
priming is sensitive to valenced items only if  they 
are stereotypic of  the primed group. Consequently, 
the effects cannot be explained only by general 
evaluation. Of  course, we cannot guarantee that 
evaluation is totally eliminated from the process, 
but in this case, it is stereotypic evaluation and 
not general evaluation. Second insofar as context 
exerted a moderating influence on implicit infor-
mation processing, one might presume that disa-
bility is not simply associated with general 
negativity. To further explore this fundamental 
distinction between stereotyping and general 
prejudice, it would be interesting to introduce 
general positive and negative targets (e.g., “love,” 
“holidays,” vs. “disease,” “murder”) in our prim-
ing paradigm in order to demonstrate that general 
attitudes are not entirely responsible for the 
effects observed. Furthermore, insofar as the 
effects were primarily observed when focusing 
on positive traits and the disability prime, the 
without-disability condition and negative traits 
may be dropped in future research.
From a more applied perspective, our results 
suggesting that persons with disability are disliked 
and devaluated on competence in a work context, 
could explain why policies promoting equal rights 
and opportunities to persons with disability fail to 
ensure social participation and especially employ-
ment among these persons. Further research 
should advance to improve understanding of  this 
important question of  automaticity in social 
judgments and how to curb negative attitudes 
towards persons with disability.
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Notes
1. Fonds pour l’Insertion des Personnes 
Handicapées dans la Fonction Publique (FIPHFP) 
and AGEnce Française pour l’Insertion des 
Personnes Handicapées (AGEFIPH) are French 
associations working for the professional integra-
tion of  people with disabilities.
2. A potential limitation of  this disability prime 
could be the ambiguity of  the construct acti-
vated: persons in a wheelchair, persons with dis-
ability, or even disability itself. However, previous 
research suggested that the type of  disability has 
little effect on competence and warmth judg-
ments (e.g., Fiske et al., 2002; Rohmer & Louvet, 
2011). Additionally, previous research suggested 
that it is difficult to clearly disentangle disability 
from persons with disability (Stiker, 2004). It is 
obvious that a person in a wheelchair simultane-
ously evokes disabled persons and disability. This 
confusion is clearly illustrated in the validated 
Disability Attitude Implicit Association Test 
(DA-IAT): the categories used to classify words 
and symbols are respectively “disability” and 
“nondisabled” (Pruett & Chan, 2006).
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